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Weather summary
Unusually warm weather was the rule throughout most of 2012. Temperatures were well above normal for each of the first seven months of the year, with only August through October being cooler than normal. 
Growing Season
The very mild March weather caused vegetation to start developing nearly a month early and also allowed for crop planting to occur ahead of normal. A frost on April 12 damaged the early planted and emerged corn, and developing alfalfa also sustained considerable damage. However, both crops recovered from the frost damage. Because the above normal temperatures enabled greater evaporation, drought conditions developed rapidly and were intensified due to the lack of precipitation in June and July. With half of the above 90 o F days occurring in July, the month was the hottest calendar month since August 1947 and the hottest July since 1936.
Based on statewide averages over the last 140 years, 2012 had the fifth lowest summer precipitation total and the driest June on record.
Overall, western Iowa will remember the 2012 growing season as hotter and dryer than normal. It ranked as the third warmest and 19th driest year among the 140 years of statewide records.
Crop yield and quality
An early start to the season and rapidly accumulating growing degree day units (Table  2) combined to accelerate grain fill and contribute to early grain maturity, dry down, and harvest. Many areas saw corn harvest starting in August in the drought and wind damaged fields with most corn harvested by early October. Soybean harvest followed corn harvest in most areas. Although frost, hail, and high winds also caused several areas of localized damage, drought was the most damaging weather phenomenon of the year. Estimates by the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship show that a 19 to 20 percent decline in corn yields and a 12 to 13 percent reduction in soybean yields occurred compared to the statewide 5-yr average.
Although historically droughts in Iowa have been followed by relatively plentiful rainfall in the month of September that did not occur this year and many are wondering what the outlook for the 2013 growing season will be. For related information, see the soil moisture article printed elsewhere in this Progress Report. 
